Purpose -The purpose of this paper is to investigate the image and familiarity of Alabama as a tourism destination. More specifically, this study examined the difference in perceptions between visitors and non-visitors using quantitative and qualitative data to identify strengths and weaknesses of the image of Alabama. Design/methodology/approach -This was a quantitative study with some qualitative aspects to it. This study examined both prior visitors and non-visitors of the state to compare their familiarity, image, and visit intentions. Data were collected online and analyzed using t-tests and importance-performance analysis. Findings -The qualitative results revealed the predominant difference between people who have visited Alabama (visitors) and those who had never visited (non-visitors) was their image or lack of image of Alabama. Non-visitors had no image or characteristic that came to mind when asked about their image of Alabama, while people who had visited noted beaches the most positive image. Originality/value -To date, the image of Alabama as a tourism destination has never been explored in academic research. This study has strong implications for destination marketing organizations of the state of Alabama.
Introduction
When people decide to travel for leisure, there are various destinations to choose from. According to destination choice-sets models (Crompton, 1992; Sirakaya and Woodside, 2005; Um and Crompton, 1990) , choosing a travel destination is a funnel-like process where tourists narrow down their choices among hundreds of destinations within their awareness set (destinations a tourist is aware of ). During the early stages of this destination selection process, tourists will not only eliminate unfavorable destinations but more importantly, will not even consider destinations they are unaware of. Therefore, it is essential for destinations to be in people's choice-sets if they want to be considered a potential travel destination. If there is a negative image or even no perceived image of a destination, the chances of being visited are highly limited.
Within the USA, the state of Alabama has to compete with 49 other states as a travel destination. According to the Alabama Tourism Department (2017) , tourism is the state's number one industry with more than 25.8 million visitors in 2016 (2.6 percent increase from 2015), spending over $13.3 billion in Alabama (5.4 percent increase from 2015), and helping to provide more than 179,644 direct and indirect jobs (2.3 percent increase from 2015) for Alabama families. However, Alabama is not one of the top 25 states/ territories being visited (National Travel and Tourism Office, 2017) . The state of Alabama has many natural resources, heritage attractions, and man-made attractions to offer. People that are familiar with the state are aware of the variety of locally grown foods, the many offerings in terms of outdoor activities, the beautiful landscape, and Southern hospitality. The low ranking in terms of visitation is assumed to be due to the lack of familiarity of the Dadgostar and Isotalo, 1996) . In addition, destination image has a direct impact on travel behavior and plays a critical role in the destination choice process (Bonn et al., 2005) .
One of the techniques some researchers have used in destination image research is called importance-performance analysis (IPA). This technique was introduced by Martilla and James (1977) in the discipline of marketing. It has been more frequently used in hospitality research (e.g. Kuo et al., 2012; Park et al., 2013; Rail et al., 2008; Rood and Dziadkowiec, 2013) but not extensively in destination image studies. Especially, it has not been used in the context of perceptions of Alabama as a tourism destination. Results of the importance of attributes and the evaluation of the offering of those attributes are plotted on a grid with four quadrants. Each quadrant suggests a different marketing strategy ( Joppe et al., 2001) . Pike and Ryan (2004) suggested that simply looking at a destination's performance is not enough to determine its position. The attributes should also be evaluated in terms of its importance to the visitor. The authors used this method to measure the cognitive perceptions of New Zealand visitors. Joppe et al. (2001) used IPA to examine the image of Toronto and found strengths of the destination and gaps in its marketing strategy.
Destination familiarity
The concept of destination familiarity has gained interest in recent years. These studies examined destination familiarity from the marketing perspective of product familiarity (Alba and Hutchinson, 1987; Cordell, 1997) . Alba and Hutchinson (1987) defined familiarity as "the number of product-related experiences that have been accumulated by the consumer (p. 411)." Based on this definition, familiarity often has been conceptualized as previous visitation or previous destination experience (Fakeye and Crompton, 1991; Hu and Ritchie, 1993; Milman and Pizam, 1995) or the number of previous visits (Sun et al., 2013; Tasci et al., 2007) . Prentice (2006) operationalized it as the differences between newcomers and repeaters. On the other hand, Baloglu (2001) operationalized destination familiarity as a multidimensional concept that is the composite of experiential (actual visitation) and informational familiarity (exposure to destination-related information in a tourist's daily life). Similarly, some researchers have suggested that familiarity does not have to originate from actual experience (Gursoy, 2011; Prentice and Andersen, 2003; Srull, 1983) . These researchers argue that there is a certain level of destination familiarity that can be created by education, mass media, travel guides, and personal contact with others (Gursoy, 2011; Prentice and Andersen, 2003) . Therefore, familiarity is related to the search of information and the amount of time spent on processing the information (Baker et al., 1986) .
Previous research has found that increased familiarity provides a more positive image of a destination, in general (Beerli and Martín, 2004; Kerstetter and Cho, 2004; Milman and Pizam, 1995; Sharifpour et al., 2014) . Many studies found that actual visitation or direct experience with a destination affects the image of the destination by comparing the image differences between people that have visited the destination (visitors) and people that have not (non-visitors) (e.g. Ahmed, 1991; Baloglu, 2001; Chon, 1991; Dann, 1996; Fakeye and Crompton, 1991; Fridgen, 1987; Hu and Ritchie, 1993; Konecnik, 2002; Milman and Pizam, 1995; Phillips and Jang, 2010; Sharifpour et al., 2014) . Fridgen (1987) compared travelers that were familiar and unfamiliar with the state of Michigan and found that familiarity (actual visitation and level of knowledge) with the destination had a positive influence on travelers' image of the destination. Chon (1991) found that post-visitors' perceptions of Korea were more positive than pre-visitors' perceptions. Also, Ahmed (1991) revealed that visitors of Utah had a more favorable image of the state than non-visitors. Fakeye and Crompton (1991) showed significantly different images between non-visitors and first-time and repeat visitors. Interestingly, there was not much change between first-time visitors and repeat visitors. Hu and Ritchie (1993) found significant differences between visitors and non-visitors' images of several destinations (Hawaii, Australia, Greece, France, and China).
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Importance of destination marketing Milman and Pizam (1995) compared visitors (those who visited Florida), non-visitors (those aware of Central Florida), and previously visited (those who are familiar with Central Florida). They found that those who were familiar (previously visited) with Central Florida had a more favorable image than non-visitors (those aware of Central Florida). Baloglu (2001) examined the image of Turkey by comparing US travelers and found that those that were more familiar with the destination had a more positive image. Konecnik (2002) found that people that have visited the country of Slovenia or those that had some contact with Slovenians had a more positive image of the country than those that had not visited. Phillips and Jang (2010) showed differences in the image of New York between visitors and non-visitors. Overall, these studies found that the more familiarthrough actual visitation or informationpeople are about a destination, the more positive the image is. In contrast, some studies found that certain information sources can create negative images of a destination (McCartney et al., 2008; Sonmez and Sirakaya, 2002) . In any case, these studies demonstrate the fact that familiarity has some effect on the image of a destination.
Future intentions
Intention to visit a destination is defined as the likelihood to visit a destination within a certain period of time (Pike and Ryan, 2004) . This concept is of great interest to both academic researchers and industry because it is used as a predictor of actual behavior. It has been explored numerously with its antecedent, destination image, and past experience (Kaplanidou, 2009) . As with familiarity, in regards to future intentions, some researchers found that there are differences between visitors and non-visitors (Baloglu, 2001; Milman and Pizam, 1995) . According to Baloglu (2001) , previous visitors that are familiar with a destination are more likely to revisit. Milman and Pizam (1995) showed that previous visitors to Central Florida were more interested in revisiting the destination than non-visitors. Tan and Wu (2016) found that future intentions of previous visitors and non-visitors are influenced by different types of images and familiarities. For example, future intentions of previous visitors are most influenced by cognitive destination images (perceptions of individual destination attributes). On the other hand, cognitive images do not inspire non-visitors to visit but affective destination images (atmosphere or mood of the destination) do. Therefore, past experience (actual visitation) has become important in understanding intentions.
Methodology

Survey instrument
This was a quantitative study with some qualitative aspects to it. The questionnaire was developed based on an extensive review of previous literature on destination familiarity, destination image, and intentions to visit.
The questionnaire starts with two open-ended questions to capture more in-depth information about the image of Alabama since it has not been explored before. The questions solicited images or characteristics of Alabama as a tourism destination and distinctive or unique attractions of Alabama. The following section consisted of 19 image attributes using a five-point Likert scale measurement based on the studies of Baloglu and McCleary (1999) , Beerli and Martín (2004) , and Echtner and Ritchie (1993) . The next section measured affective images of Alabama with four items on a seven-point semantic differential scale adapted from Echtner and Ritchie's (1993) study. Next, future intentions were measured by four items based on Tian-Cole et al.'s (2002) study followed by selecting information sources where respondents have seen or heard about Alabama. These items were based on Baloglu's (2001) study. This study took Baloglu's (2001) approach by measuring familiarity with actual visitation and exposure to information. The next section consisted of the same 19 image attributes to see how important each attribute is to a destination (not specific to Alabama). The last section asked for some demographic information including whether the respondent has been to the state of Alabama for leisure or not. There was a follow up question for those who have never been to Alabama to see if they would consider traveling to the state. For those that answered "no," respondents were asked to provide a reason in their own words.
Data collection
The survey instrument was distributed using Qualtrics, an online survey platform, to potential travelers (previous visitors and non-visitors of Alabama). A link to the survey was sent out via e-mail by Qualtrics Panels. First, respondents had to pass two screening questions in order to continue with the survey. Respondents had to be at least 19 years of age and had to have traveled in the past two years. A pre-test was done to test for the reliability and validity of the instrument. In an effort to ensure validity of the responses several quality checks were used, such as attention filters, survey duration checks, and force response. A total of 340 cases were collected during five days.
Data analysis
Data were analyzed using SPSS 21. Data were checked for errors, missing data, outliers, and deviation from normality. For the quantitative data, descriptive statistics, t-tests, and IPA were used to analyze the data. For the qualitative part, a software program for qualitative data analysis, NVivo 11, was used.
Results
Profile of respondents
The demographic profile of respondents showed that the majority of respondents (64.7 percent) have never been to Alabama and only 35.3 percent have been to Alabama for leisure. There were slightly more females (57.1 percent) than males (42.9 percent). In terms of age, 29.7 percent were Matures (born 1945 or before), followed by Early Boomers (27.9 percent) and Generation Y (16.5 percent). More than half of the respondents (54.1 percent) were married and the majority were non-Hispanic whites (86.5 percent). For many of the respondents, the highest degree earned was a college degree (40.9 percent), followed by those that have some college credits but no degree (24.7 percent) and those that hold a graduate degree (23.8 percent). Income levels were at $40,000-$59,999 (24.4 percent) and $20,000-$39,999 (21.4 percent). All respondents reside in the USA. The top five states the respondents reside in were California, Florida, New York, Texas, and Illinois. In terms of leisure travel patterns, most of the respondents were domestic travelers, traveling once (22.4 percent) or two to three times (42.9 percent) each year within the USA. The majority of respondents do not travel outside of the USA each year (62.6 percent) and 28.5 percent travel once a year for leisure purposes (Table I) .
Image of Alabama
Quantitative results. One of the objectives of this study was to determine the differences in the perceptions of the state of Alabama, between people who had visited the state of Alabama and those who had not. Out of 340 participants, 120 (35.3 percent) had visited Alabama while 220 (64.7 percent) had not. An independent t-test was conducted to examine the differences between cognitive and affective images of visitors (people that have been to Alabama for leisure) and non-visitors (people that have never been to Alabama). The analysis showed a statistically significant difference between visitors and non-visitors for all cognitive and affective image attributes. Overall, visitors showed statistically significantly higher mean values than non-visitors (Table II) . This means that visitors hold a more positive image of Alabama than non-visitors. For visitors, except for "high standard of living (M ¼ 2.89)," all attributes scored positively. The top rated image attributes for visitors were: Future intentions I will say positive things about Alabama to others 3.46 3.81 3.11 6.88** 6.07* I will recommend others to visit Alabama for vacation 3.20 3.58 2.81 6.66** 8.63* I will recommend Alabama as a tourism destination to anyone I know 3.10 3.44 2.76 5.76** 6.57* I would like to visit Alabama for vacation in the future 3.47 3.84 3.10 5.82** 3.33 Notes: Cognitive images and future intentions were measured on a five-point Likert scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree, 5 ¼ strongly agree); affective images were measured on a seven-point semantic scale. *po 0.05; **p o0.01 
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Qualitative results. In addition to the structured image attributes, there were three open-ended questions posed. The first question was: What image or characteristics come to mind when you think of the state of Alabama as a tourism destination? There were a total of 430 comments which were coded in NVivo 11, a qualitative software program to assist in the proper development of themes from the responses. The top five images or characteristics identified by people who had visited Alabama were: beaches/gulf, hot and humid climate, scenery, historic places and southern charm (tied), and southern stereotypes. Most of the comments from people who had visited were very positive which represent the top four images identified. Examples of positive responses were: "Civil War Ante Bellum Mansions and beautiful white sand beaches," "I think of weeping willow trees and really hot summers. I also think of old plantation homes," "great BBQ," and "white sand beaches." The top fifth image was labeled "southern stereotypes" and resulted in an equal mix of positive and negative responses. The positive responses included comments such as "good country people," and "southern hospitality;" while the negative responses included comments, such as "redneck," "backwoods," and "hillbillies."
The top five responses for people who had not visited Alabama were: none or nothing comes to mind, hot and humid climate, southern charm, beaches and football (tied) (see Table III ). The prevalent difference between the two groups was that non-visitors had no image or characteristic that came to mind about Alabama, while visitors noted beaches the most positive image. Another major difference was that the people who had visited Alabama (visitors) reported scenery more frequently than those who had not been to Alabama.
Respondents were then asked to list any distinct or unique attractions that they can think of in the state of Alabama. There were an overwhelming number of responses (67 percent, 147 out of 220) of the non-visitors that could not identify a distinct or unique attraction in Alabama. These comments were: "I can't think of anything," "none," and "I don't know of any." Even 23 percent (28 out of 120) of the visitors could not recall any distinct or unique attraction. This was the second most frequently ranked response (Table IV) .
The last open-ended question was to provide the reason why you would not consider visiting Alabama for leisure. This was a follow up question for respondents who have never been to the state to see if they would consider traveling to the state. For those that answered Table III . Image or characteristics that come to mind when you think of Alabama "no," they were asked to provide a reason in their own words. The most popular answer was that they have "no interest (20 percent)," followed by "I'd rather travel to other places (18 percent)" and "don't know about it or what it has to offer (17 percent)." The majority of responses were negative (Table V ) .
IPA
To meet the purpose of study, IPA was conducted to examine the difference in perceptions between visitors and non-visitors to identify strengths and weaknesses of the image of Alabama as a tourism destination. IPA is presented graphically using the y-axis "importance" and the x-axis "performance." Respondents first indicated the importance of specified attributes and then reported the performance of the same attributes. Each attribute was plotted on the IPA graph and fell into one of the four quadrants: A. Concentrate here, B. Keep up the good work, C. Low priority, and D. Possible overkill. The mean values of both the importance attributes and performance attributes created the four quadrants. Two graphs were created: one for visitors and the other for non-visitors (Figures 1 and 2) . Importance-performance for visitors. The majority of attributes, 10 out 19, fell in Quadrant B (see Figure 1 ). These attributes included: "good quality restaurants," "good quality hotels," "safe place to visit," "friendly local people," "appealing local food," "restful and relaxing place," "natural scenic beauty," "variety of historical attractions," "pleasant weather," and "good value for the money." These attributes were rated highly important and 
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Importance of destination marketing performed highly meaning that not only do visitors perceive these attributes as important but Alabama is performing well in these areas and should keep up the good work. Five attributes ("high standard of living," "real adventure," "different and fascinating," "many sports facilities/activities," and "good nightlife") fell in Quadrant C. These attributes were reported as the least on importance and performance: low priority. Quadrant D included two attributes ("great beaches" and "family oriented") that reported high in performance yet low in importance: possible overkill. This means that Alabama may want to reconsider the appropriated resources to these two attributes, which would save money and yet meet the expectations of their visitors. Two attributes ("high standards of cleanliness and hygiene" and "interesting cultural attractions") fell in Quadrant A. Any attribute that falls into this quadrant needs to be addressed because these attributes were rated as highly important yet the performance was low: concentrate here. In this case, this information gives the DMOs and tourism organizations of Alabama an area in which they should spend additional resources to improve the image and performance of the state as a tourism destination. Importance-performance for non-visitors. Similarly, for non-visitors, ten of the same attributes fell in Quadrant B (see Figure 2) . These attributes were highly important and performed well meaning that Alabama is doing a good job in these areas and should keep up the good work. Six attributes ("high standard of living," "real adventure," "different Figure 2 . Importanceperformance for nonvisitors of Alabama and fascinating," "many sports facilities/activities," "great beaches," and "good nightlife") fell in Quadrant C. Compared to visitors, "great beaches" was added to this quadrant. These attributes were ranked as the least important and performed low: low priority. Quadrant D had only one attribute, "family oriented," that ranked high in performance yet low in importance: possible overkill. This means that Alabama may not need to work on this image. Two of the same attributes as visitors ("high standards of cleanliness and hygiene" and "interesting cultural attractions") fell in Quadrant A: concentrate here. These attributes need to be addressed because these were rated as highly important yet the performance was low. This is very interesting because the same results were found for both visitors and non-visitors.
Familiarity
Familiarity was measured using actual visitation and exposure to information. The results showed that the majority of respondents have never visited Alabama (64.7 percent). When looking into the exposure to information (Table VI) , 41.8 percent said they "haven't seen or heard any information about Alabama." This shows that almost half of the respondents had no exposure to the state of Alabama, which is an indication of lack of marketing. For nonvisitors, 54.5 percent have not seen or heard any information about Alabama and for visitors, it was 18.3 percent. In terms of information sources of the respondents that have been exposed to Alabama, for visitors, 48.3 percent received information from "friends/family members," followed by "brochures/travel guides (47.5 percent)," "advertisements (36.7 percent)," "books (26.7 percent)," and "movies/TV dramas (23.3 percent)." For non-visitors, although all relatively low, the most popular source was "friends/family members (19.1 percent)," followed by "movies/TV dramas (16.4 percent)," "books (15 percent)," "advertisements (12.3 percent)," and "articles/news (12.3 percent)." The results of familiarity indicate a lack of tourism marketing efforts. Close to half of the respondents had no exposure to Alabama (41.8 percent) and the ones that had exposure, received their information from friends/family members. In addition, non-visitors that acquired some information about Alabama received it from non-travel-related sources rather than "brochures/travel guides" and "advertisements." In comparison, a larger percentage of visitors actually received their information from "brochures/travel guides" and "advertisements," which are tourism marketing efforts. 
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Future intentions There were four statements that measured future intentions. According to the independent t-test of visitors and non-visitors, there was a statistically significant difference between the two groups (see Table II ). The mean values were significantly higher for visitors. Two values were negative for non-visitors ("recommend others to visit Alabama for vacation (M ¼ 2.81)" and "recommend Alabama as a tourism destination to anyone I know (M ¼ 2.76)" and the other two were in the middle ("say positive things about Alabama to others (M ¼ 3.11)" and "like to visit Alabama for vacation in the future (M ¼ 3.10)"). This result makes sense because these respondents have never been to Alabama and thus do not have enough information or confidence to recommend the state to others. For visitors, although the mean values were not very high, they were all positive. The highest ranked statement was "I would like to visit Alabama for vacation in the future (M ¼ 3.84)." However, interestingly, the lowest ranked statement was "I will recommend Alabama as a tourism destination to anyone I know (M ¼ 3.44)." The respondents that have been to Alabama would like to go back themselves but to a lesser degree would recommend to others to visit.
Discussion and conclusions Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to investigate the image and familiarity of Alabama as a tourism destination. More specifically, this study examined the difference in perceptions between visitors and non-visitors using quantitative and qualitative data to identify strengths and weaknesses of the image of Alabama. The qualitative results revealed the predominant difference between people who have visited Alabama and those who had never visited was their image or lack of image of Alabama. Non-visitors had no image or characteristic that came to mind when asked about their image of Alabama, while people who had visited noted beaches the most positive image. Also, when respondents were asked why they would not travel to Alabama, the top answer was "no interest," followed by "other places I'd rather travel to" and "don't know about it or what it has to offer." These results show the lack of marketing of the state that possibly led to unfamiliarity. As mentioned at the beginning of the study, if there is no perception of a destination, it is not in people's choice set.
The IPA results did not show many differences between visitors' perceptions of the state of Alabama and non-visitors' perceptions, yet important information was revealed. Based on the cognitive and affective images, overall, respondents perceived Alabama to be a pleasant, relaxing, and family oriented place. The results showed that for those seeking more excitement and fun activities, they may not necessarily consider Alabama. Perhaps DMOs can show arousing and exciting activities that the state offers, such as festivals and sporting events. Since Alabama is home to the Robert Trent Jones Golf Trail, Talladega Speedway, national sand volleyball tournaments, and renowned collegiate sports, capitalizing on these activities in marketing efforts may attract those visitors who seek exciting activities. Non-visitors may not know these activities are offered or take place in Alabama and thus do not consider Alabama as a travel destination.
The IPA results showed that Alabama performs well in many areas such as having quality restaurants and hotels, friendly people and southern hospitality and they should continue to support those efforts because they are important to visitors. However, there were two distinct attributes that DMOs should pay close attention to. The aspects of cleanliness and hygiene and cultural attractions were both important destination attributes but performance was low. DMOs may be able to improve performance by instituting stricter regulations that monitor the maintenance of public settings and increase the marketing efforts to promote the vast historic and cultural attractions the state offers.
The results also showed that the destination is not in people's choice set as a tourism destination. When respondents were asked to list any distinct or unique attractions, over half of the respondents (175 out of 340) could not recall one. Especially when seeking first-time visitors to the state because potential visitors do not have the information they need to make the decision to visit, the state of Alabama may consider combating this situation with an aggressive ad campaign to highlight what Alabama has to offer. It is critical to note that four of the top five states where respondents reside are not geographically located near Alabama. Thus, this could be a contributing factor to the lack of information. Extending advertising efforts beyond the southeast may increase people's awareness of the destination.
Additionally, based on information sources, non-visitors were not exposed to Alabama very much. If they were, it was through friends/family, non-travel-related movies/TV dramas, or books. On the other hand, visitors received their information about Alabama via brochures/travel guides and advertisements after friends/family. Based on these results, it is possible to suggest that non-visitors might visit the state of Alabama if they were exposed to the state via official marketing channels (e.g. brochures/travel guides, advertisements).
When asked about future intentions to visit Alabama, non-visitor results were low primarily due to the lack of information regarding Alabama. For visitors, the mean values were not very high, yet they were all positive. The highest ranked statement was "I would like to visit Alabama for vacation in the future." Interestingly, the lowest ranked statement was "I will recommend Alabama as a tourism destination to anyone I know." DMOs should determine why people who have visited Alabama would like to go back themselves yet they may not recommend others to visit. Resources should be allocated to increase the likelihood of repeat visitation and positive recommendations to others. By doing so, the state of Alabama would see an increase in tourism revenue.
Practical implications
There are several important implications for the Alabama Tourism Department and DMOs within the state of Alabama as a result of this study. The results indicate there may be a lack of destination marketing and there is substantial room for improvement. Visitors and non-visitors agreed that cleanliness and cultural attractions were important destination attributes yet performance was low. Even though non-visitors have not experienced the destination the perception is the same as visitors. More evidence of lack of marketing is found in the qualitative results. The majority of respondents were not able to provide a distinctive or unique tourist attraction in Alabama and many responded that they would not visit the state because they "don't know about it or what it has to offer" (third popular answer). In addition, lack of marketing evidence was found where respondents received information regarding Alabama. For visitors, information sources included travel-related sources, such as brochures/travel guides and advertisements. However, for non-visitors, the majority of information was received by friends/family or non-travel related sources. This lack of marketing of the state could have possibly led to unfamiliarity. These results in combination with the finding that there are no positive intentions to visit, or make a recommendation to visit, provide evidence there is an opportunity to develop a more positive image of Alabama. Knowing that people who visit want to revisit, provides evidence that by increasing first-time visitors Alabama would also increase repeat visitation.
Theoretical implications
The results of this study also have implications for academia. This was the first empirical study about the image of Alabama as a tourism destination. This study used both cognitive and affective images in addition to qualitative (unstructured) data to provide a more unique and holistic destination image as suggested by Echtner and Ritchie's (1993) study.
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In an effort to evaluate the destination's position better, IPA was used to compare the performance of destination attributes and importance of those attributes (Pike and Ryan, 2004) . This method has not been extensively used in tourism research. Finally, familiarity was operationalized as a composite of experiential (actual visitation) and informational familiarity (exposure to destination-related information) (Baloglu, 2001) .
The results of this study support the notion that people who are familiar (actual experience and information sources) with the destinationvisitorshave a more positive image than non-visitors (e.g. Ahmed, 1991; Baloglu, 2001; Beerli and Martín, 2004; Chon, 1991; Dann, 1996; Fakeye and Crompton, 1991; Fridgen, 1987; Hu and Ritchie, 1993; Kerstetter and Cho, 2004; Konecnik, 2002; Milman and Pizam, 1995; Phillips and Jang, 2010) . There were statistically significant differences found in all cognitive and affective image attributes of Alabama, familiarity, and future intentions between previous visitors and non-visitors.
Limitations and future research
There are several limitations to this study. First, the sample size should be increased to verify the results of the study. Since this is the first destination image study for the state of Alabama comparison cannot be made. Second, surveying respondents in a closer proximity to Alabama may reveal different results since four of the top five states where respondents reside were California, New York, Texas, and Illinois. Tourism marketing efforts may have focused on the southeast region of the USA and not nationally thus justifying why Alabama is not in people's choice set as a tourism destination. Third, the purpose of visit of those that have previously been to Alabama was not examined in this study. Perhaps this information could answer the question why those that have previously visited would travel back in the future but not necessarily recommend the destination to others. For example, if their purpose of visit were to visit friends and relatives, they would most likely go back for that same reason. However, they might not consider the destination as a leisure travel destination to recommend to others.
Finally, a qualitative study may provide insight into specific reasons why people choose or do not choose to visit Alabama. Future studies should also focus on the impact of future marketing efforts and monitor the changes in tourist perceptions of destination image. Since tourism has increased over the past few years, future studies should also measure tourist intentions to return and explore reasons why people revisit and why they do not.
